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Story Matters
By Sam Hamilton
Here’s a story I told to my son about writing: writing is magic, and writers are wizards. When he
demanded proof, I had him find a piece of paper, and I told him I would teach him a very simple, but very
powerful magic spell. I helped him write “Mommy, Will you give me a hug?” and I said, “Now, the spell only
works if you go give this to mommy, and then wait for her to read it. And as soon as she reads it, the magic of
writing will make her give you a hug, just you watch.” And so, he took the paper to his mother and he handed
it to her. She read the words, smiled, and wrapped him up in her arms. He was a believer. Writing is magic.
Writing gets things done. He was a wizard.
Excitedly, he said, “I want to write a new spell! I want this one to say, ‘Mommy, Will you give me all
the money to buy all the Lego sets?” And I said, “slow down, buddy. That’s a complicated spell; only the top
1% of wizards know how to write that one.”
Most of my classes focus on some aspect of professional writing. If my students in these classes walk
away with one understanding, I hope it is this: writing gives shape and structure to everyday human life; it gets
things done. Without writing, there wouldn’t be systems, and without systems, life as we know it, life as we
expect it to be, would stop. Don’t get me wrong: living would continue, but life as it is defined for us by the
structures of systematic human activity, would slowly, but surely dissolve. Imagine a classroom without writing,
a college major, a college; imagine a job, a profession, a career without the writing that facilitates it or the writing
that defines it. No codes or laws, no schools, no churches, no government. To quote the Ghostbusters: A disaster
of biblical proportions...Old Testament, real wrath of God type of stuff, fire and brimstone raining down from
the skies, rivers and seas boiling, 40 years of darkness, earthquakes and volcanoes, the dead rising from the
graves, human sacrifice, dogs and cats living together, mass hysteria!
This is why I teach writing because it is so important in its facilitation of everyday human activities. My
thinking is that if I can teach students how to access the manner in which writing has power over our everyday
lives, then maybe they can start to pull those levers. I tell my students: any major will get a job, but writing will
get you a promotion. Learn the power that writing has over our everyday lives and you too can start to use
writing to get things done. You too can start casting spells. You too can be a wizard.
I’d say that writing is important to me, for sure; maybe even more important to me than it is for most.
What I wouldn’t say is that writing matters to me. I think what matters to me is what would remain if I imagined
my life devoid of all writing. In other words, what remains if all the articulations and definitions, all the codes
and regulations and statuses that frame my daily doings were suddenly gone.
Bridgewater College recognizes me as an Assistant Professor of English, the holder of a Doctorate, an
educator and an expert. That matters much less to me than the knowledge and experiences I’ve accumulated
from the myriad teachers, colleagues, and students I’ve had the good fortune of talking with both here and
elsewhere. The Commonwealth of Virginia, our nation, and innumerable institutions and offices identify me as
a father, a husband, a son. What matters to me is not these documented statuses circulating throughout a
Kafkaesque bureaucracy — literally, a system of government in which the most important decisions are made
by the writing filed away in bureaus and filing cabinets. Giggles and hugs are not filed away; love cannot be
meaningfully documented.
All this is pretty obvious, though. Of course, my family matters to me, and of course they matter to me
more than anything else; more than everything else. As I consider what else matters on a level with family,
another thing comes to mind. Something that — as with family — the significance of which, the importance
and meaningfulness of which exists outside, above, and without writing: and that is stories. Stories matter to
me. Bad stories. Good stories. Stories we tell about ourselves.

We tell stories to make sense of things. The Doors’ Jim Morrison sings:
Into this house we’re born
Into this world we’re thrown
Like a dog without a bone
An actor out on loan
Riders on the storm
A cool couple of lines from a band my mom introduced me to when she’d drive me to school, but it wasn’t
until my second or third year in college as a philosophy major that I learned Morrison was offering his best
Cliffs Notes version of Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time, specifically when he evokes the concept of “being
thrown.” That is, the condition of a human being starts with the experience of being thrown — or, probably
more accurately — being pulled into a chaotic and cacophonous world of stimuli.
William James, in The Principles of Psychology, calls this chaotic world the great “blooming, buzzing
confusion.” More specifically, he writes that a
“baby, assailed by eyes, ears, nose, skin, and entrails at once, feels it all as one great blooming,
buzzing confusion; and to the very end of life, our location of all things in one space is due to
the fact that the original extents or bignesses of all the sensations which came to our notice at
once, coalesced together into one and the same space.”
The word “assailed” does some work here. As infants, what we take in from our eyes, ears, nose, skin, and guts
is making a concerted and violent attack against us, suddenly and strongly. We are under assault from the very
beginning, and the ‘same space’ is us; infinitesimal, insignificant, and imperfect stimulus-experiencing machines
thrown into an unimaginably, unendingly big and ever-expanding universe of confusion. No wonder we cry so
much when we’re babies and, if we’re healthy, why we continue to cry as adults.
I’d argue that the first — and perhaps the most important, though imperfect — thing we do when
attacked by this seething, roiling bundle of chaotic stimuli is to tell stories about it. We name it to tame it. We
bundle it up into manageable meaningfulness and we ally ourselves with that meaningfulness and it helps us
grow and prosper and it steals us up to continue confronting the unimaginably, unendingly big and everexpanding universe of confusion that never relents in its assault on our insignificant smallness.
Here’s a story about an early memory, maybe my earliest: I’m young, maybe 3. I’m staying in a hotel
room in a town where there aren't any trees or grass, and the sun is always there and what shade there is offers
no relief. I’m sick, very hot, assailed by heat and brightness, scratchy hotel blankets, lumpy hotel pillows. Mom
and dad are there. We’re watching Sesame Street. Kermit is talking to a turtle about a race. The turtle says, “I
don’t know why...they say that...I’m...slow.” My mom and dad’s laughter cuts through the assault of hot
discomfort. I ally myself with the sound of their amusement. I smile and burrow my face into my mom and fall
asleep.
Thrown into a world of chaos with more and more complexity entering into our lives everyday. Noise,
information, conflict, data surrounds us, assaults us. But as Tracy & Curtis Hickman write, “the one function
of our mind that helps us the most in making sense of this world of chaotic experiences is narrative
context….Story,” they go on, “is a powerful framework which communicates meaning.”
Nestled against my mother, cooled by the calm of my parents’ laughter, I found safety and security
against the hot chaotic assault against me. If we’re lucky — privileged, even — the earliest stories we’re able to
tell and use to frame our experience communicate the security and comfort offered to us by our parents.
Another story from a couple years ago in the home where I grew up. My mom, aunt and uncle, and
their kids, my cousins. Thanksgiving. The children of the cousins — including my sons — thunder around the
house giggling and laughing. Our youngest is the youngest of the group, not yet three, so my wife and I are
doing our best to keep an eye on him, without hovering too much. It’s a delicate balance. A thought occurs to

me. “This reminds me of when we used to run around at Thanksgiving,” I say to my cousins. “Of course, I
don’t remember you all hovering around as much as I feel like we are,” I say to my mom and aunt. They
exchange a look and roll their eyes.
“Of course we were watching you like hawks,” my mom says. “You were just having too much fun to
notice, just like they’re all having too much fun to notice.”
Two takeaways from this story: First, a questioning observation: how allied with the security of our
parents must we have felt to be emboldened enough to ignore the constant security they provided to us? And
second: Stories matter when they lead just as much and frequently as when they mislead.
To elaborate on this second point, here’s another story from an old movie: 20 plus years into his career,
Jimmy Stewart leans back in a simple wooden chair, his gray/white hair offset by his impeccable black suit.
He’s playing the character of Ransom “Ranse” Stoddard, a fictional senator from Shinbone, a frontier town
from an unnamed western state. In this story, Stoddard rose to fame for killing the vicious outlaw Liberty
Valance, and Stoddard leveraged that notoriety into a successful career in politics and law in Washington DC.
Upon returning to Shinbone after this lengthy career, he’s interviewed by Maxwell Scott, a local newspaperman,
both about his career in Washington, as well as his infamous showdown with the outlaw Liberty Valance. The
only problem is: Stoddard didn’t kill Liberty Valance. His infamy, his career as a lawyer and senator, all
predicated upon a lie. Ranse Stoddard was not The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance.
After sharing this revelation with the newspaper editor, Maxwell Scott, Scott looks at Ranse Stoddard
before plucking the notes from the hand of his assistant, crumpling them up and shoving them into a wood
burner. Stoddard asks, “You’re not going to use the story, Mr. Scott?”
Scott replies, “No sir. This is the West, sir: when the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”
We will believe a story is the truth much quicker than any pile of unsorted, unarticulated, unexplained
data. Whoever controls the story, controls the people.
Another story. The setting: The Winking Lizard Tavern in Cleveland Heights. The cast of characters:
me, my oldest friend in the world, Nate, two college friends, Bryan and Jeff, and my mom. Nate, Bryan, Jeff,
and I were all doing our best to pretend that we appreciated craft beer, and my mom was doing her best to
pretend that she appreciated our fratboy humor. The conversation turns toward politics and the issue of
affirmative action. Now, at the ripe old ages of 21, Nate, Bryan, Jeff, and I loved a good debate, and we especially
loved waxing poetic on topics about which we really hadn’t earned a right to talk on yet. And so as we sat
nursing our craft beers, we found ourselves agreeing with each other very loudly, and our positions were, as
you’d expect, pretty stupid.
We told stories about how our great-great-great-great-great-grandfathers had come to the United States
as Irish indentured servants and they had bought their freedom and then purchased small parcels of land in
Central Pennsylvania and worked that land and raised families who emigrated to different parts of the state and
neighboring states and had accumulated wealth and prosperity through the blood, sweat, and tears, and we’d
worked hard to succeed at our school work and get into a good college, and dammit, if we could pick themselves
up by their bootstraps, why couldn’t other people, and we were carrying on the tradition of accumulating and
gaining and accomplishing through hard work and tenacity and sheer stick-to-it willpower.
And as we sat back, thoroughly pleased with these loudly told stories, my mom rolled her eyes and
said, “oh, shut up.” And then she said, “it’s hard to pull yourself up by the bootstraps if you don’t have any
bootstraps.” And then she said, “and besides, I know for damn sure that you all inherited some pretty nice
bootstraps, and you,” at this she looked me dead in the eyes, “and you all had plenty of people right there beside
you pulling on those bootstraps right along with you.”
This isn’t just a story about how cool my mom is. To me, it’s actually a story about stories. More
specifically, it’s a story about stories and what the much-maligned Critical Race Theory framework identifies as

counterstories. As a process, telling counterstories recognizes the power of stories to lend structure and
meaning to life, and it also recognizes that stories mislead just as readily as they lead. That many stories that we
accept to be true and right are just myths and legends that have become fact and then been printed, reprinted,
circulated widely, and accepted as true.
Because the problem is that legends don’t stop at printing. They have a life of their own. They continue
and influence not just individual action, but collective action. Institutional action. Legal action. In other words:
sometimes stories get written down and remember how much power writing has over our everyday activities.
Print the legend, let the legend live in your hearts, let it influence your perspective on rightness and
wrongness. The story that my friends and I — all young, profoundly privileged straight, white, and cisgendered
men — had internalized was that our accomplishments were solely the result of our own hard work and
dedication. The counterstory that my mom told was that we were wrong, that while we may have worked hard,
we were also the inheritors of a privileged position that allowed us to reap the benefits of that hard work in
ways other folks couldn’t.
Another takeaway: how immense and profound was the security provided to me by my mother against
the assailing stimuli of a chaotic world that she could look me in the eyes and tell me I was wrong and I could
know not only that she was right, but also that her rightness about my wrongness was yet another powerful
example of how safe with her I truly was.
Another thing about stories: they matter not just when we tell them about what and who is around us,
they matter not just because they can lead and mislead us. Stories don’t just matter when they’re about making
sense of what’s around us, they also matter when they’re about making sense of what’s within us. Walt Whitman
writes in “Song of Myself”:
The past and present wilt—I have fill'd them, emptied them.
And proceed to fill my next fold of the future.
Listener up there! what have you to confide to me?
Look in my face while I snuff the sidle of evening,
(Talk honestly, no one else hears you, and I stay only a minute longer.)
Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)
That is, stories don’t just matter when we tell them about the blooming, buzzing confusion around us; they also
matter when we tell them about the multitudes of blooming, buzzing confusion we contain within ourselves.
I’ve heard others talk of the stories they tell themselves. About how those stories they tell themselves
have unreliable narrators. That the stories they tell themselves about themselves are often spoken in voices shot
through with ridicule and derision, voices that tell them what they can’t do, what they aren’t good at, what they
can’t accomplish. And these people who say that they believe these voices because they’ve been listening to the
stories those voices have been telling them for a very long time. If we’re lucky the conflict between our better
angels and lesser demons is a fair fight. Too often, unfortunately, I hear stories of folks in possession of tools
of greatness, the voices of their better angels quieted.
Now, I think it’s obvious to anyone who knows me and knows any part of my biography: my
appreciation of the power of stories is unquestionably influenced, in large part, by my father. Dad was both a
lover of stories and a storyteller in his own right; a career librarian, an O’Henry Prize winning author, a musical
raconteur. So, of course, a large part of how and why I understand stories to matter because of their power to
add structure and meaning to the world outside of myself comes from my dad.
Throughout my life, though, the stories I’ve told myself about myself have always been told in the
voice of my mother. And this voice has always been shot through with praise and support, has always told me

there was no limit to what I can do, no end to what I’m good at, no thing I can’t accomplish. The conflict
between my better angels and lesser demons was never a fair fight; those lesser demons never stood a chance
against the better angel that is my mom.
Here are three stories:
When I aged into understanding that things don’t live forever, we found a litter of kittens along the
fenceline. My cousins and I brought them up to the house and played with them. It was summer, so it was all
kittens all the time. Then one morning, they were gone. They weren’t big enough to wander off on a life of
their own, we all knew that, so the logical conclusion was that something got them. An owl, a fox. I was
devastated; we all were. Tears, lots of tears. My mom cried with me, and said, “it’s sad when things die. And
though you may find more kitties, those kitties are gone. But tomorrow is still gonna happen.”
Another story: I count myself lucky to have learned how to drive a stick shift; a dying practice, but
one I felt always made me more aware of and in tune with the car and what surrounded it. Learning how to
drive stick, though: nightmare. I remember driving to school with my learner’s permit one morning, and stalling
out at a four-way stop sign. In the rearview, I could see a line of cars, all of which were being driven by my
classmates, who were also driving to school using their recently acquired learner’s permits. I started to panic,
to grow flush with embarrassment. My mom smiled and said, “who cares about them? You do what you need
to do; they can wait.”
A third story: mid-July is a bad time for a calf to be born. Attracted by afterbirth, flies can descend on
the calf and lay their eggs, potentially leading to a painful and oftentimes fatal condition called flystrike, in which
the maggots will eat the flesh of the host calf upon hatching. Nature, red in tooth and claw with ravine,
shrieking against our creed. Our Scottish Highland matron, Lulu, had just given birth in the middle of the night,
and my mom and I were out in the field with an electric lantern and Rotenone, a nasty pesticide we hoped to
douse the newborn calf with to stave off any parasites. It’s dark, and though we can see the vague outlines of
shapes of the cows and sheep moving through the field, mostly we’re letting our ears lead us to Lulu and her
calf. We find them, chase off Lulu so we can work, and I hold the electric lantern up to give my mom light as
she starts to quickly sprinkle the calf with Rotenone.
Something to be aware of: this is July 1993. About a month earlier, the Steven Spielberg blockbuster
Jurassic Park was released, and like most ten-year-old boys, I’ve already seen it several times.
And now here I am, standing in a large grassy field, in the middle of the night, the light of our electric
lantern casting just a small circle of light around me. At first, all I can hear is the soft protestations of the calf,
and my mother muttering under her breath as she’s spilling powdered poison all of herself and the calf.
Soon, though, I hear the rustling. A large body moving through the grass just outside of the circle of
light. Then silence. Then more rustling, now on the other side of us, just outside the circle again. I inch closer
to my mom, who continues to focus on the task at hand. Now I bet you didn’t know that cows can growl, but
I swear to that Lulu did. And what’s worse is I knew the meaning of that strange vocalization, mostly because
it conveyed a universal message likely uttered by all mothers at one point regarding their babies. Lulu said, “I
will kill you if you hurt my baby.”
Another thing to know about Scottish Highland Cows: in addition to shaggy hair all over their bodies
and a beautiful forelock that falls over their eyes, all Scotties — male and female — have large horns that jut
out from the sides of their heads, before curving forward. I’d witnessed Lulu use one of these horns to fling a
250+ pound ram over her back because he had the audacity to start eating from the haypile she was enjoying.
And as I inched closer to my mother and the rustling of the grass stopped, I heard a stomp, and the
visage of Lulu’s forelocked, horned head eased into torchlight no more than ten feet from where my mother
and I stood. Only slightly obscured by her forelocks, her eyes bore a look of crazed exhaustion and rage. She
stomped a second time, lowering her head slightly. She snorted. “What a way to go,” I thought to myself, just

as my mother stood up from her task. As she turned, she noticed Lulu, and without a moment’s hesitation, my
mother charged at her, and said, “Get outta here, you big idiot. I’ll kill you and eat you if you hurt my baby.”
Lulu fled, momentarily out-mothered. Her baby lived; we named her Maggie. I still have nightmares about that
cow.
Recently we were assailed by pretty rough health news about my mom; more discomfiting chaos to
add to the blooming, buzzing confusion of a pandemic. We’ve got some time left. There’s still plenty more
story to tell, but what story? What story can I tell of this news, what powerful framework can I use to bundle
it up into manageable meaningfulness with which I can ally myself to steal myself up to continue confronting
the unimaginably, unendingly big and ever-expanding universe of confusion that never relents in its assault on
my insignificant smallness?
Of all the kinds of stories available to me to tell, I choose the good ones that frame our daily doings
with meaningfulness and purpose and kindness and irreverence and love. And the reason I choose to tell those
kinds of stories is because those are the stories my mom taught me how to tell. Because those stories matter
though not nearly as much as she does.

Sam Hamilton teaches writing at Bridgewater College.

